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Arise! Awake! 

And stop not till the Goal is reached. 





◄ 



OCTOBER 1992 



No. 10 



Divine Wisdom 

A Hymn to the Divine Mother Craving Forgiveness 



5T »pf & cTSfa ^ H 5rr% 

•t sjtiw erefq w q srn* *§ferc;«rr: i 
n 5tt% gsrrc^ a?fr ^ *r artf 

'R ari^ 1 1 

Alas, I do not know either Thy mystical 
word-symbol (Mantra) or mystical diagram 
(Yantra), nor songs of praise to Thee, nor 
how to welcome Thee or meditate upon 
Thee ; neither do I know words of praise 
to Thee, nor Thy Mudra (position of fingers 
in ritualistic worship), nor how to inform 
Thee of my distress, but this much I know, 
O Mother, that to take refuge in Thee is to 
destroy all my miseries. 

<a'd«4 sptPt 'M.'foiftft Pb% 

srpfct wftsfa f qrer * srerfa 1 1 



Owing to my ignorance of the injunctions 
relating to Thy worship, as also owing to 
my poverty and laziness, I had not the 
power to do what I ought to have done ; 
so, O Mother, Auspicious One, Deliverer 
of all, whatever faults of omission I might 
have committed, forgive me, for a bad son 
may sometimes be bom, but there is never 
a bad mother. 

*rf«WT srf% 

Tc fd <<?1 d 5^: I 

irfhftetf ott: sgfadfiK 5 it d«r ftr% 
f fft f mdT q 1 1 

O Mother, Thou hast many worthy sons 
on earth, but amongst them I am most 
insignificant, yet it does not befit Thee, O 
Shiva, to forsake me, for a bad son may 
sometimes be born, but there is never a 
bad mother. 



— Sankarachary a 



EDITORIAL 



Longing for Mother-Heart 

When children want something, they go more than the father .” 1 A father can teach 



to their mother, and when they are in 
trouble mother comes to their rescue. That 
sweet filial relationship and healing touch 
are ineffable. Her tender care and com- 
passion ever remain, spreading ethereal 
fragrance. Everyone is mother’s child. A 
person may grow old, yet one remains a 
child, longing for mother’s affection and 
protection. Deep within our hearts resonates 
inaudibly that unforgettable word, “mother” 
and when we are in distress that hum be- 
comes louder and stronger. No other human 
relationship is as lofty and sacred as that of 
mother and her child. One may wander 
infatuated by a few shimmering objects for 
a time, but finally one has to seek for peace 
and succour within the orbit of the mother’s 
self-effacing love and magic touch. Wife 
may divorce and depart, children may 
desert, and friends may snap ties, but mother 
never abandons her child. She is always 
ready to forgive the defects, the sins of her 
children and sacrifice everything for them. 
Her patience is limitless. And that patience 
and endurance is one of the most ennobling 
and enriching of human virtues. She does 
not have a personal life, but her children are 
her life. A mother orphaning her children 
or going off to seek her own pleasure is 
unheard of in human history, and for that 
matter even in the realm of animals. 

She is the teacher par excellence. Who 
can teach with that infinite love and care ? 
Therefore, the Manu Smrti rightly says : “The 
teacher of scriptures (Vedas) is ten times 
more venerable than an ordinary teacher, 
a father, a hundred times more than the 
teacher, but a mother a thousand times 



a child, a teacher can educate a boy or a 
girl, but mother imparts knowledge to her 
babe even before it is bom. She is the 
only one who can teach even before setting 
her eyes on her pupil, yet feeling its presence 
all the time. Many stories in the mytho- 
logies of the world bear witness to it. A 
baby is not only physically one with its 
mother, but psychologically as well. The 
influence of mother’s thinking during the 
prenatal period as well as in the postnatal 
formative years of childhood is tremendous. 
The indissoluble tie between mother and 
child is too profound for language to tell. 
In the words of Swamiji, “The position of 
the mother is the highest in the world, as 
it is the one place in which to learn and 
exercise the greatest unselfishness. The love 
of God is the only love that is higher than 
a mother’s love ; all others are lower .” 2 
Mother’s love, her natural supremacy, and 
her elevated status in human life — Are these 
limited to certain cultural traditions or 
matriarchal societies ? Though certain 
patriarchal societies try to underplay the 
role of mother and woman, they can never 
deny the benign power and influence in their 
own existence. 'It is Nature which has 
endowed woman with the unique power and 
gift of motherhood. Human intelligence, 
strength and ability, knowledge and 

L Manu Smrti : 

usurer* sTnrrcfai i 

(11—145). 

2“ Vivekananda, The Complete Works 
(Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1989) Vol. I, p. 68. 
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masculinity, however great and grand — all 
have to pay gratitude and homage to the 
purity of motherhood. 

As the mother is an embodiment of purity, 
love and forbearance, the same attributes 
are seen infinitely magnified in the Universal 
Mother — God worshipped as Mother. Our 
individual efforts and dwarf intellect fail to 
sustain us in our times of trouble and sorrow, 
when we, like helpless children, can do 
naught but surrender ourselves at Her feet. 
Knowing Her infinite power and sensing 
that we belong to Her, we supplicate Her 
for protection. Julian of Norwich (medieval 
anchoress, 14th century), who looked upon 
God as Mother, wrote that “this fairly 
lovely word ‘mother* is so sweet and so 
kind in itself that it cannot truly be said of 
anyone except of him who is the true 
Mother of life and all things. To the pro- 
perty of motherhood belong nature, love, 
wisdom and knowledge, and this is God.” 
This great mystic described God as Mother, 
and God as Father and Mother. 

In Lalitasahasranama (the Thousand 
Names of the Great Mother) Her first name 
is Sfimata. Bhaskararaya, the famous 
commentator, explains why She is called 
Sri Mata: “The Mother is usually called 
upon in times of sorrow ; but our natural 
mothers are not able to remove the three 
kinds of afflictions. Great men have said: 
‘Since I have had many thousands of births, 
I have had many mothers ; many also have 
been my fathers ; I know not how many I 
am yet to have in the future ; and their 
number is beyond calculation. O Treasure- 
house of Compassion! Save me, who am 
overpowered with fear and have no other 
refuge, from the vast disastrous ocean of 
Samsara.* The great Cosmic Mother is 
the only one who is capable of removing 
endless miseries of existence. We should 
praise Her as the Mother so that She may 
be induced to show mercy to us.” 



Worship of God as Mother has been slowly 
spreading in Europe. Mary or Madonna 
has been capturing the hearts of millions 
and she is being worshipped as God, and 
the Roman Church looks at it in utter 
consternation. The Church claims that 
Mary, the Mother of God, can only be 
venerated and not adored. It insists that 
she can only intercede with God, that she 
is only a petitioner on behalf of the faithful. 
In and of herself she can do nothing. Only 
her son or his father has any power. This 
concept finds its echo in some followers of 
Ramanuja. The Vaisnava followers of 
Ramanuja believe that Laksmi, the Consort 
of Visnu, does not have much power. But 
through her motherly intercession the prayers 
of devotees are granted by the Lord. The 
Lord rules by law, whereas Laksmi rules 
by love. She is said to be a living link 
between the individual soul and Isvara. She 
softens the anger of God on the one hand 
and converts the sinner on the other. The 
functions of Mary and Laksmi are similar. 
But Sdkta literature of India looks upon 
God as the Universal Mother. She is the 
Supreme Goddess. Her grace is sought by 
all spiritual aspirants and she is the goal of 
all spiritual practices. 

This profound idea of seeing God as 
Mother is not new to Europe. According 
to scholars. Great Mother worship flouri- 
shed throughout old Europe from 7000-3500 
b.c. Figurines of the Goddess over thirty 
thousand years old have been unearthed in 
eastern Europe, from Yugoslavia to France. 
In the early Christian Gnostic tradition the 
Mother was called “Wisdom”, the “Holy 
Spirit*’, “Earth”, and even “Lord”. To the 
early Jewish Christians, the Holy Spirit was 
personified as the Great Mother and was 
worshipped because she was God as well. 
The Gospel according to the Hebrews states 
that Jesus called the Holy Spirit his Mother. 
When the Roman State took complete con- 
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trol of the Church it defined the Holy Spirit pilgrimage town has attracted millions, 
in Latin as Spiritus Sanctus in masculine Fatima, in Portugal, has been one of the 
gender. China Galland, in her recent most famous Marian shrines in the world, 
interesting book, writes: “Isis was worship- The shrine of Our Lady of Fatima draws 
ped from around 1800 b.c. and, like Mary, a steady 4.5 million pilgrims annually. At 
was a virgin who brought her son forth Medjugorje in Yugoslavia, the Madonna’s 
“of herself”. Some scholars claim that message is that She is the Mother of all 
some of the early statues of the Madonna children belonging to different faiths. To 
and Child were actually Isis and Horus, her, all faiths are true, and no particular 
renamed Mary and Jesus.’ 3 The worship faith is superior. Such message by the 
of Mary in many parts of Europe has caused Blessed Mother is timely when different 
unspoken conflict between the religious religions are fighting for supremacy even in 
practices of millions and the dogmatic stand our technological world, 
of the Church. The presiding Deity and 

unofficial patroness of Solidarity and its Virgin Mary is venerated by Roman 
leader Lech Walesa is the Black Madonna Catholics as not only “the Mother of God” 
of Czestochowa, in Poland. Millions of but also, according to modern Popes, as the 
devotees undertake the arduous pilgrimage. Queen of the Universe, Queen of Heaven, 
walking nearly two hundred miles from and Seat of Wisdom. The Lalitasahasranama 
Warsaw to Her sacred shrine at Czesto- praises the Devi as Sri Mahardjni— the 
chowa. There they have the vision of the Great Empress of the whole Universe. The 
Mother Madonna. The former Polish com- Devi Mdhdtmyam (the glory of the Divine 
munist regime did not like the pilgrimage. Mother) describes Her as Mahdvidya , 
but the pilgrims’ number was so large there Mahamedhd (77)— She is the Supreme 
was nothing it could do to stop it. Even Knowledge as well as the Great Intellect, 
today it is said Lech Walesa always wears But Protestants, for centuries, have strongly 
a badge with the Madonna’s picture on it. disapproved of Mary’s exaltation to the 
Everywhere Solidarity members believe that status of Goddess. Even the Vatican has 
She is the Queen of Workers. They have a been unable to do anything against the “re- 
very special relationship with Mary— the emergence” of the Goddess— God, the 

Mother Goddess. In a tiny village of Mother. The phenomenon is taking deep 
Medjugorje in Yugoslavia, where Mary is roots. An article in Time (30.12.91) has this 
reported to appear daily to a group of to say: 
peasant children, the visions have been 

occuring since 1981. Thousands of people “Yet even through the Madonna’s 
stream to the tiny village from far off coun- presence has permeated the West for 

tries for “miraculous” healings and to be hundreds of years, there is still room for 

blessed by the Holy Mother. At Lourdes, wonder — now perhaps more than ever. In 

in France, nearly 5.5 million of the faithful an era when scientists debate the causes 

every year visit the shrine of Our Lady of of the birth of the universe, both the 

Lourdes. In 1858, Bernadette Soubirons, adoration and conflict attending Mary 

a fourteen year old girl, had numerous have risen to extraordinary levels. A 

visions of the Virgin Mary. Since then the grass-roots revival of faith in the Virgin 

is taking place worldwide. Millions of 

3. China Galland, Longing for Darkness worshippers are flocking to her shrines, 

(London: Century London, 1990) p. 157. many of them young people.” 
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Many books and articles are appearing 
by the believers, liberals and feminists 
redefining the life and works of the Blessed 
Madonna — challenging the remole and 
passive role assigned to her by the Vatican. 
The 20th century is witnessing the unprece- 
dented populist wave of the Virgin Mary. 
This upsurge is not an unrelated pheno- 
menon. Judeo-Christianity has been exclu- 
sively male-dominated, creating a chasm in 
the hearts of devout people that long for 
Mother’s love, grace and protection. There 
is nothing unnatural about this happy 
revival. Who is Mother Mary or Black 
Madonna ? “The Mother Kali” said 
Vivekananda, “is still exacting Her worship 
in China and Japan ; it is She whom the 
Christians metamorphosed into the Virgin 
Mary and worship as the mother of Jesus 
the Christ.” 4 The article in Time summed 
up the stupendous renewal of worship of 
God as Mother in the West: 

The world is crying out for many things 
from Mary, and in some fashion is receiv- 
ing them. Devoted mother or militant, 
independent female or suffering parent, 
she remains one of the most compelling 
and evocative icons of Western civiliza- 
tion. Renewed expressions of her vitality 
and relevance are signs that millions of 
people are still moved by her mystery 
and comforted by the notion of her caring. 
Whatever aspect of Mary they choose to 
emphasize and embrace, those who seek 
her out surely find something only a holy 
mother can provide. 5 

The Mother-and-Child sweet relationship 
reached its transcendental height and found 
its loftiest expression in the life of Sri 
Ramakrishna. He himself was a personi- 
fication of the Divine Mother. Therefore 

4 - Vivekananda , The Complete Works, 

Vol. V, p. 445. 

5 - Time, weekly, December 30, 1991. 



Vivekananda said, “The motherhood of 
God is prominent in this incarnation.” Sri 
Ramakrishna by his extraordinary Cosmic- 
M other-centred life, his utter childlike 
dependence on Her and his teachings vibrant 
with Her power and glory, impressed many 
people that the easy and sure spiritual path 
to approach God is as one’s own Mother. 
Such childlike bhakti touches the rich vein 
of tender feelings hidden in all. His advent 
has ushered in a stupendous upsurge every- 
where in Mother worship. He said: “God 
is your own Mother. Is She a stepmother ? 
Is it an artificial relationship ? If you cannot 
force your demand on Her, then .on whom 
can you force it ?” 6 His acceptance of a 
woman as his Guru and the worship of his 
wife as the Divine Mother Durga are either 
the acts of blasphemy or complete mystery 
to the Semitic religions. But it no longer 
remains a wonder to those, who are awake- 
ned to the fact that the dormant Sakti in 
woman all over the world is rousing. On 
another occasion Sri Ramakrishna said, 
“Pray to the Divine Mother with a longing 
heart. Her vision dries up all craving for 
the world and completely destroys all attach- 
ment to ‘woman and gold’. It happens 
instantly if you think of Her as your own 
Mother. She is by no means a godmother. 
She is your own Mother. With a yearning 
heart persist in your demands on Her.” 7 

It is not surprising that in the Western 
countries believers are more and more taking 
refuge in the Virgin Mary. She is to them 
Mother Goddess— a wish fulfilling tree. She 
listens to their prayers, she understands 
their tears and turmoil, and stretches her 
helping hand to assuage their griefs. She is 
not remote or passive, but very near to her- 
longing children. Such faith is uplifting and 

6 ' The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna (Madras; 
Sri Ramakrishna Math, Mylapore, 1985) p. 613. 

7 * Ibid., p. 629- 
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reassuring. “Established in the idea of 
Mother," writes Vivekananda, “we can do 
anything. She quickly answers prayers .” 8 
China Galland rightly points out. 

But Mary does not belong just to certain 
belief systems. She belongs to everyone 
who longs for a richer, more vital concep- 
tion of a power greater than ourselves, 
which some choose to call God. She 
presents a challenge and opportunity for 
anyone who talks about the “reemerging 
Goddess” or a Goddess of religion. ...Per- 
haps then we can consider what it means 
to have the presence of God the Mother 
in our midst today .” 9 

In India, women have liberty in spiritual 
matters. The country has seen and venera- 
ted, down the ages, many famous women 
saints and brilliant sannydsims. Thousands 
of men and women sit at the feet of a 
woman saint and become her disciples. 
Many learned sannyasinls and women 
preachers travel and preach spiritual truths 
to thousands in audience. People are eager 
to listen to them. In recent times they have 
even become itinerant and travelled abroad 
to teach in foreign countries. Yet the 
women while enjoying near complete free- 
dom in religious affairs are commonly 
deprived of liberty in social matters. In 
society she is still discriminated against as 
inferior to men. This want of recognition 
has certainly been a detriment to the 
healthy growth of society and culture and 
as a result we have a cramped society. In 
West the picture is paradoxically the oppo- 
site. Women have great liberty in social 
and economic concerns. Yet though they 
have struggled long for this, in the sphere 
of religion it is they who are cramped owing 

8* Vivekananda , The Complete Works , Vol. 
VII, p. 27. 

9 * Longing for Darkness, p. 150. 



to the male dominance in Judeo-Christian 
traditions. The Vatican adamantly refuses 
to consider the ordination of women as 
priests and bishops. The conflict between 
women’s demands and Rome’s refusals goes 
on and seems nowhere near being resolved. 
In one place Swamiji remarked in sadness 
that Jesus did not give woman an equal 
place with man. “...Women did everything 
for him, yet not one was made an apostle. 
This was doubtless owing to his Semitic 
origin .” 10 And, Swamiji’s prophetic utter- 
ance was : “The new cycle [ i.e., the future ] 
must see the masses living Vedanta, and 
this will have io come through women .” 11 
Will that new cycle come ? There are 
already signs of change visible on the 
horizon ; no earthly power can thwart the 
onward progress of the Almighty Mother’s 
will. 

Individual lives are bedevilled by troubles 
and the world is in turmoil. We want to 
hear the message of strength, hope, and 
above all love. We struggle hard and yet 
from time to time our steps falter and we 
slip. At such times we find we can hardly 
endure more. To stand alone and go on 
working seems impossible. Then we try to 
stretch out for the arms of the Mother. Yet, 
on the other hand, our problem has been 
that we only know how to demand and 
receive love , kindness and compassion. But 
we never feel to reflect that Mother-heart 
lying within us. Have we cared to develop 
in us this self-effacing love of the Mother 
and share it with others ? The sad spectacle 
of the world around us gives the answer. 
Unless we learn to nurture and express for 
others the mother’s warmth that we have 
felt from her, her unselfishness and her 
forgiveness, neither in our homes nor in the 

10 . Vivekananda , The Complete Works, Vol. 
VIII, p. 68. 

n- Ibid., Vol. VII, p. 95. 
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external world shall we have peace. Especi- 
ally in our country we desperately need this 
mother-heart How shall we kindle it in 
our hearts little by little ? 

(1) Let us be up and doing for others. 
Let us give whatever we have to give, with- 
out expecting return or gratitude. To give, 
one need not be a rich person or one hold- 
ing a high position. Whatever we have 
with us in overflowing measure will be 
sufficient. Even a cheerful smile, or an 
encouraging gesture, or a kind word are at 
times a great wealth. Sometimes when we 
go to government offices, airports, banks or 
other institutions, we only see the perpetual 
frowns and irritable moods of those 
employed. All are our own people. Most 
of them are ‘religious’ too. They go to 
temples and pray to God to bestow on them 
His kindness and mercy. But strangely, the 
outer life they display to others is a sharp 
contrast to their devotional moods. Some- 
how to make a connection with the outer 
world and our inner life is the problem we 
have to solve. In fact, a cheerful smile, a 
kind word for others expands our own hearts 
as well. Happiness wells up inside. It is not 
a theory, but a proven fact, that what we 
give, we receive. Let us greet people with 
a smile and exchange a few kind words. 
This surely brings sunshine in our own lives 
and to others also. 

(2) We are so self-centred that we rarely 
notice good qualities in others and hardly 
appreciate good deeds. If we highlight 
those good qualities in others we not only 
can encourage them m their good way, but 
we can plant the seeds of those very qualities 
in our own hearts. Why feel so reserved or 
shy at a time when a little praise or grati- 
tude expressed to others would be so help- 
ful ? Praise and encourage a man and you 
will see how marvellously he responds to 
your kind gesture. Always communicate 



with others. Even writing a friendly letter 
emphasizing the bright side of things is an 
effective means, bringing out that “mother’s 
touch” we all seek. The capacity to express 
those qualities of the Divine Mother are 
also within us. 

(3) To forgive is divine. Little hurts and 
insults, in course of time become festering 
wounds. Seldom, we forgive people who 
have wronged us. We pray to the Divine 
Mother to forgive our own heinous crimes 
and sins, yet on our part do not want to 
forget even the petty offences of others. 
Our resentment boils and we foolishly rush 
to retaliate. Let us have some patience and 
restraint. Why not reverse this impulsive 
behaviour? Instead, pray to the Mother, 
“Mother, as you forgive all our guilts and 
wrong doings, grant me also the strength to 
forgive those who have offended me.” Or 
speak highly of some good m persons 
estranged from us. Sri Sarada Devi ancf 
Sri Ramakrishna never spoke ill of others. 
They always praised some good qualities off 
even wicked people. Thus, they were able 
to transform the lives of unvirtuous persons. 
Why not we cultivate a little of this divine 
virtue and achieve peace of mind ? 

(4) Motherland is a very sweet word. 
We all use it, whether we know the meaning 
of it or not. The land which nourishes us 
physically and mentally with care and love 
is sacred. We only know how to exploit 
her for our insatiable pleasure seeking and 
greed for gain. We have made this great 
land ugly by our dwarflshness. There is no 
national pride nor love for the nation and 
its people. Vivekananda untiringly worked 
and spoke of the glory of this nation. But 
we, in our thoughts and actions do not 
manifest an iota of his pride and altruism. 
People always harp on their “rights”, but 
never seriously think about how they can 
serve their country. There is not much use 
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in simply crying, “our motherland, our the power of rank materialistic outlook, and 



motherland ! ” while in actual practice 
treating this “Mother” in a callous way. 
Unless everyone of us works diligently, 
efficiently and unselfishly for the welfare of 
all our brethren, for the land of our birth, 
the nation will not be able to rise higher. 

(5) Probably all old civilizations spoke of 

our planet as Mother Earth, and used the 
term Mother when referring to Nature. In 
his latest hypothesis, scientist James Love- 
lock describes the Earth as Gaia — goddess 
of Earth. We, who have become infatuated 
and conceited by our technological achieve- 
ments, regard Mother Earth with scant res- 
pect. Through greed and irresponsible wast- 
ing of her resources, our so-called progress 
and material advancement have denuded 
this Mother of all her beauty and grace. 
We are facing ecological debacles one after 
another : global warming, stratospheric 

ozone depletion, littered oceans, encroach- 
ing deserts, severe droughts, water shortages 
and contamination, and so on. If we fail 
to remember that the Earth is as a living 
being — a goddess — our fate will be sealed. 
As our forbearers used the word Mother 
to convey the ideas of holiness, purity, 
divinity, our immediate task is to resurrect 
such noble conception in our day to day 
life. Then, it may be possible for indiv- 
iduals and humanity as a whole to restrain 
the urge to over-progenitiveness to within 
safe limits, curb runaway avariciousness, 
and restore our Mother Earth to her former 
health and radiance. We have to revere our 
Earth as our own Mother. 

(6) The time is ripe for all religions to 
unite together in a great struggle against 



to lift human consciusness again to the 
realization of its Mother-child, Father-child 
relationship with the Divine Being. There 
can then be perfect harmony and coopera- 
tion among them all. We are the children 
of the Universal Mother. The Mother, 
whether She is called Durga, Tara, or Mary, 
does not make any distinctions amongst her 
children. We must remember She is impar- 
tial and the Onlooker also. It is She who 
has become this universe and all beings. 
We belong to Her and She belongs to us. 
When our life becomes Mother-centred all 
our petty fight and bitterness disappear. 

In his book (Shakti and Shdkta , Sir John 
Woodroffe wrote that the worship of Shakti 
(the Primordial Energy looked upon as 
Mother) would not only revivify India, but 
give other religions a metaphysical founda- 
tion. And: 

For him who sees the Mother in all things, 
all scientific research is wonder and 
worship. The seeker looks upon not mere 
mechanical movements of so called “dead 
Matter” but the wondrous play of Her 
whose form all matter is. As She thus 
reveals Herself She induces in him a 
passionate exaltation and that sense of 
security which is only gained as approach 
is made to the Central Heart of things. 12 

The Divine Mother plays a game of hide 
and seek with Her children, for fun for some- 
time. Finally, She draws all to Her warm 
bosom, revealing Her secrets of wisdom 
and power. 

12, Sir John Woodroffe, Shakti and Shdkta 
(London: Luzac & Co., 1918) p. 102. 



Religion, Faith and Medicine 

SWAMI BRAHMESHANANDA 

Religion , faith and medicine cannot be divorced from one another. There is 
a subtle interconnection between them. The author is a physician and has more 
than three decades of experience in the medical field. His advice to the 
medical fraternity, therefore , carries weight and conviction. The Swami is a 
monk of the Ramakrishna Order serving in the Varanasi Sevashrama Hospital . 



Search for Holistic Medicine 

In modern times there is a trend towards 
holistic studies. There is a general disillu- 
sionment among intellectual circles all over 
the world with the Cartesian and Newtonian 
models of the world and their corresponding 
attitude towards life. The change in think- 
ing began with the startling discoveries of 
modem sub-atomic Physics. It became 
disillusionment as people began realizing the 
disastrous results of our ruthless exploitation 
of nature, which has now brought us near 
to the verge of ecological holocaust. 
Scientists, philosophers, and thinkers every- 
where are searching for new philosophy and 
a new way of life more wholesome and 
healthy. This probing and exploring has 
given rise to holistic sciences — holistic 
psychology, holistic medicine, biology and 
others. The “study of parts” as in the tradi- 
tional classical sciences has proven inad- 
equate for explaining integrated systems as a 
whole, and although compartmentalized 
studies are useful, they have to be comple- 
mented with another type of study which 
takes into consideration the integrated 
totality. In short, this is the attitude of 
the modern advocates of the holistic 
sciences. 

Modem Western medicine too, is based 
upon the Cartesian subject-object dichotomy. 
Allopathic medicine studies the human 
being as a physical body made up of organs 



and cells. Thus to a doctor, the body 
appears something like a machine made up 
of cells, organs, joints, and muscles 
which functions due to electro-magnetic 
and chemical reactions. The great and 
astounding advances in medicine, especially 
in medical technology, have taken place 
solely because of this mechanistic concep- 
tualization of the human body. Unfortun- 
ately, however, the great successes and 
advances have strengthened the attachment 
of medical men to their present ways of 
thinking and doing things and their ap- 
proaches towards their patients is becoming 
more and more technical rather than 
humane. 

Man is not merely a body, or a conglo- 
meration of cells, flesh, bones and blood. 
He also has a mind with complex emotions 
and thoughts. And he is a social being as 
well. Unless medical science takes into 
consideration all these aspects and treats the 
whole human being, — and not merely the 
human machine — it cannot be considered 
complete. In an attempt to obtain a holis- 
tic, complete system of medicine, in recent 
times there has been great interest and 
enquiry into various ancient systems of 
medicine like Ayurveda, the principles of 
Homoeopathy, Naturopathy, Chinese systems 
of medicine, etc. 

Understandably, medical philosophers 
have shown interest even in primitive 
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methods of healing, prevalent among the 
tribals and aboriginals. Faith healing and 
the role of religion in physical healing too 
have come under the searchlight of modem 
researches. We shall in this essay restrict 
ourselves to the relation and interaction 
between religion, faith and medicine. 

Medicine And Religion Are Poles Apart. 

There can be fonr ways in which this 
interaction between medicine and religion 
can be looked upon. According to the first 
approach , religion and medicine are thought 
of as two entirely different branches of 
human endeavonr, having no relation with 
each other. Religion is based on faith, 
its goal is supernatural, other-worldly 
or entirely spiritual, and the means it 
employs to its ends are mostly psychological. 
Medicine on the other hand is a practical 
science based like any other empirical 
science on observable signs and symptoms, 
and laboratory data. Its goal is physical 
healing and the means employed are drugs, 
therapeutic procedures and nursing care. 
Thus the goal, the domain, and the means 
used are entirely different ; the two have 
nothing in common between them. They 
are divergent human activities which have 
no meeting ground. 

Often, religion in its crude, primitive, and 
ritualistic forms is considered a hindrance 
to the practice of rational and scientific 
medicine. Religion often breeds supersti- 
tions which prove detrimental to health. 
Diseases like smallpox and measles are 
thought by ignorant people to be caused by 
semi-divine beiugs who must be appeased 
and propitiated. Medical help is not sought 
and deaths and complications are the resnlt. 
Such superstitious people are more often 
found in villages, though they are not 
altogether absent among the city dwellers. 



The Common Goal 

The second view is that religion and 
medicine may have different methodologies, 
but they have a common aim between them. 
Both are labouring to make humanity 
happier by eliminating suffering. True, 
religion emphasises the other-worldly aspect 
of existence and lays stress on happiness 
after death, but it also helps man to attain 
happiness in this life. It must be remem- 
bered that most people do not resort to 
rehgion for moksa or salvation, nor even 
for enjoying heavenly pleasures after death, 
but for the alleviation of worldly suffering 
(i arta ) and for the fulfilment of mundane 
desires ( art hart hi ). The story of Dhruva as 
narrated in the Srimad Bhdgavatam is an 
excellent illustration to the point. The child, 
Dhruva, underwent the practice of severe 
austerities and prayed to Lord Visnu not for 
moksa , but for obtaining the kingdom. 

The story of Lord Buddha is another 
proof of the fact that both religion and 
medicine have a common aim in view. The 
young prince, Siddhartha, saw a sick man, 
an old person and a dead body. These scenes 
of physical suffering and death triggered a 
process of discrimination and enquiry into 
the ultimate cause of suffering and its solu- 
tion. Siddhartha finally became the Buddha 
and propagated a new religion. Interestingly, 
the triad : disease, old age, and death which 
led to Gautama Buddha’s enlightenment are 
the very foes against which medical science 
has been waging untiring battle since time 
immemorial. The four basic aims of medicine 
are: the preservation of life (prevention or 
postponement of death) ; the alleviation of 
suffering ; the prevention and cure of 
diseases ; and the promotion of knowledge. 
Can religion ever be opposed to or disapprov- 
ing of such noble aims ? But, as already 
pointed out, the methodology and the 
philosophies behind these two branches are 
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different. The Buddha preached the Eight- 
fold Noble Path to extinguish all suffering, 
while medicine resorts to physical means 
for the temporary alleviation of suffering 
and the cure of diseases. However, the 
Buddha, though the propounder of the path 
of righteous living, was never opposed to 
treatment of physical diseases. On the 
contrary, he personally set an example by 
nursing the sick. 

Religion and Medicine are Complementary. 

The third approach can be to look upon 
religion and medicine as not only not 
contradictory, and not merely as serving 
the common goal, but as complementary to 
each other. A strong argument in favour 
of this view is the fact that medicine has 
originated out of religion. A study of the 
history of medicine shows that the earliest 
therapeutic procedures employed for physi- 
cal ailments were mostly religious and 
ritualistic, such as propitiation of deities by 
religious rites, going on pilgrimages, chants 
and talismans, keeping vows, fasting on 
special days, making religious gifts, etc. This 
was known as daiva-vyapasraya chikitsa , 
cures depending on divine intercession. 
These practices were more prevalent at the 
time when medical science was not devel- 
oped. But now with the accumulation of 
vast medical knowledge, the scope of their 
practice has narrowed and they are resorted 
to only in such incurable and problematic 
cases where medical science has not been 
able to contribute much. Many of these 
procedures have great psychological value 
for which they are often successfully 
employed. 

Sickness As Stress 

In recent times a phenomenal advance- 
ment in medical technology has made the 
modern medical man extremely powerful. 
He can detect smallest defects in structure 



and functions of the human body with amaz- 
ing accuracy. He can change a failing heart 
and can transplant a healthy kidney for a 
non-functioning one. He can work miracles 
with his tools of diagnosis and treatment 
and can infuse new life into patients who 
are almost dead. But when self-confidence 
becomes arrogance, he is apt to forget his 
limitations. Sri Ramakrishna in his inimit- 
able manner describes the arrogance of the 
medical man: “God laughs... when the 

physician says to the mother weeping 
bitterly because of her child’s desperate 
illness: ‘Don’t be afraid, mother, I shall 

cure your child.’ The physician does not 
know that no one can save the child if God 
wills that he should die .” 1 No one can 
better appreciate the truth of Sri Rama- 
krishna’s statement than a conscientious 
physician. 

In spite of all the technological advance- 
ments in the medical sciences, man has not 
been able to conquer disease, old age and 
death. If some fatal disease has been brought 
under control, newer ones have cropped 
up. Uncertainty regarding the outcome of 
disease processes looms large in many cases, 
and unequal distribution of available 
medical facilities continue to maintain the 
scarcity situation in an unjust society. With 
all the wondrous modern equipment, the 
modern medical man continues to be uncer- 
tain, only marginally powerful, and certainly 
incapable of providing help to all. Thus the 
three inevitable situations, viz, uncertainty, 
helplessness and scarcity, for which religion 
too tries to seek an answer, continue to exist 
in the field of medicine as well. 

Every disease is a stress situation and 
every surgical operation an uncertainty for 

1 " ‘M’, The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna 
(Madras: Sri Ramakrishna Math, Mylapore, 
1986) p. 324. 
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the patient and his relatives. Hence those 
who are less fortunate and less equipped 
physically, monetarily and psychologically 
naturally resort to some form of religion 
and faith for consolation and support. Even 
in a technologically advanced society, human 
ventures, however carefully planned and 
expertly executed, are liable to end in disap- 
pointment or failure. Emotional involvement 
in such situations leads to deep psychologi- 
cal stress and man is led to breaking points. 
Religion comes to help at such points by 
supplying a supra-empirical view of a larger 
total reality. The theory of karma , the con- 
cept of life after death, the faith in divine 
dispensations, the will of God, and so on, 
are the solutions which religion offers to 
sustain the patients as well as to provide a 
holistic dimension. During such stress 
situations a doctor can invite a priest or a 
religious man to help the patient and his 
relatives to bear the crisis. Unlike a majority 
of their colleagues, some doctors themselves 
resort to prayer and appreciate its value for 
themselves and their patients. 

Faith , A Great Healer 

It is recorded that Jesus Christ used to 
cure blindness, drive away ghosts, and even 
raise the dead by his mere touch or com- 
mand. But there is one striking incident in 
his life, which highlights the power of faith 
as a healing factor. Once while Jesus was 
passing through a road, a great crowd follow- 
ed and thronged about him. A woman who 
was suffering from ‘flow of blood’ for twelve 
years touched his garment saying to herself 
that if she touched even his garment she 
would be cured. Immediately the bleeding 
stopped. Jesus realized that power had gone 
forth from him and turning around asked 
who had touched him, although a great 
crowd was pressing around him. When the 
lady who had touched him told him the truth, 
Jesus told her, “Daughter, your faith has 



made you well ; go in peace and be healed 
of your disease .” 2 

A funny story is narrated of a villager 
who visited a doctor for his ailments. He 
was examined and was given a prescription 
written on a piece of paper. A few months 
later, fully cured and healthy, he came back 
to pay his respects to the doctor. Unable 
to recognize the patient by his looks, the 
doctor wanted to remember him with the 
help of his written prescription. When asked 
for it, the patient, now cured, pointed to the 
amulet on his arm. The patient was cured 
by the paper worn on the arm as an amulet! 

These are two extreme examples of healing 
produced by the power of faith. They may 
or may not be true, but they do highlight 
the value of faith in the physician as a 
healing factor. More authentic records of 
faith healing are found in the life of the 
Holy Mother, Sri Sarada Devi. She had 
firm faith that the earth within the precincts 
of Goddess Simhavahini Devi’s temple at 
Jayrambati could cure ailments if applied 
to the affected part. Cases of snake bite are 
on record which got cured by the applica- 
tion of the earth on the bitten part. 

Psychosomatic Diseases 

Just as physical suffering leads to anxiety 
and mental stress, so also worry, anxiety 
and psychological tensions affect the body 
and cause diseases. These are called 
psychosomatic diseases. Peptic ulcers, 
asthma, diabetes, hypertension, neuroder- 
matosis and others are sometimes caused 
and sustained by worry, anxiety, fear, 
frustration, jealousy, etc. The fast pace of 
modern life with its rigid fixation with the 
clock is causing tremendous stress, leading 

2 * The New Testament ; The Gospel accord- 
ing to St. Mark, 5. 25-34. 
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to hypertension and heart diseases. Hostile 
emotional reactions not only consume a lot 
of psychic energy, but they can also preci- 
pitate serious problems, like the perforation 
of a peptic ulcer. A greedy person is more 
liable to develop diabetes than a contented 
one. An over-ambitious person is more 
prone to hypertension than a contented one. 
An over-ambitious person is more prone 
to hypertension, and an emotionally high- 
strung one runs greater risk of having an 
attack of stroke. 

These observations have led to rapid 
growth and popularity of psychiatry and 
psychotherapy. But more than palliative 
and superficial psychiatric help, what most 
patients with psychosomatic disease need is 
a healthy way of living and a right attitude 
towards life, which religion can provide. 
Religion teaches how not to become a prey 
to greed and anger and thus helps one to 
avoid psychosomatic problems. This is the 
reason why Yoga is becoming extremely 
popular, not only as a treatment for diseases 
like diabetes, asthma and hypertension, but 
also as a way to a healthy tension-free life. 

Medical Ecology and Shamanism 

Shamanism is another offshoot of primi- 
tive religion which is practised for the 
treatment of physical ailments. A Shaman 
or witch-doctor claims to have contact 
with gods and is supposed to suggest divine 
remedies. In recent years some Western 
anthropologists have tried to study shama- 
nism as prevalent among tribal people. 
Belgian anthropologist Professor R. Pinxten 
with his many years of experience with 
Navajo Indians feels that shamanistic 
medicine is more holistic than Western 
medical science. The Western view regards 
an illness as a local and isolated pheno- 
menon. The patient is seldom regarded 
‘wholistically’ in the socio-ethnic context. 
Conversely, the shamanistic view is that all 
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elements must be in harmony. Sickness is 
the result of a disturbance in the relation- 
ships between people and other living beings, 
between people and their ancestors, etc. Each 
individual has a place in, and is a part of, 
the social order. The shamanist healer is 
the person who finds out where that order 
has been disrupted and indicates how that 
harmony can be restored (through cere- 
monies, for example). Dr. Cl. Farrer, an 
American anthropologist working among 
the Mescaler Apache Indians, has come to 
a similar conclusion — “In contrast to the 
Western mode of thought, Apache know 
that suffering, illness, pain and grief occur 
when the inherent balance of life is upset. 
Only by reasserting propemess and re- 
establishing the ethnic relationships 
among people and the other aspects of the 
creation can rupture causing illness, suffer- 
ing, pain and grief be mended .” 3 

A large number of ecological factors affect 
human health. The effect of climatic changes 
on the body is well recognized. Astrology 
claims that the course of diseases can be 
influenced by stars and planets. Based on 
this concept a number of ritualistic proce- 
dures and ceremonies have been evolved to 
counteract the bad effects of these astro- 
logical factors. Though not directly a part 
of religion, these ceremonies are akin to 
religious ritualistic practices. This astro- 
logical view is not unscientific and can be 
combined, if necessary, with other medical 
means and procedures. Sri Ramakrishna 
indicated by his observances and by his 
example that all of these have an element 
of truth in them. 

Religion The Best Medicine 

The fourth and final approach can be 
not to consider religion and medicine as 

3 * “ Ethical Reflections on Health and Illness ,” 
Sion Conference 1990-91 ; The Netherlands. First 
written symposium, Introduction , p. iv. 



